PIERS PLOWMAN,   II
told in Piers Plowman: 'there is baptism of font, and baptism
in blood-shedding, and through fire is baptism'. Those three
kinds of baptism were a medieval commonplace. Bede tells
us how the executioner who was commanded to put St. Alban
to death was converted on the spot and, refusing to obey, was
himself beheaded: cOf whom it is clear', says Bede, 'that though
he was not baptized in the font, yet was he baptized in his own
blood, and so made worthy to enter into the Kingdom of
Heaven.3 Again, a man might have accepted the faith, yet
might die before baptism could be administered; catechumens
who died whilst still under instruction, or the penitent thief
himself, were examples of this baptism of the Holy Spirit
This is what Langland means by 'baptism through fire',
which he explains as ethe divine fire, not burning but
enlightening'.
Father Dunning tells us that 'It is the common teaching of
the church that an act of perfect contrition or perfect charity
will, in case of necessity, take the place of the Sacrament of
Baptism'.1 But, when Father Dunning seems to argue that this
was the common belief in the Middle Ages, it is necessary to
protest. If it had been, then clearly there would have been no
problem to perplex either Dante or Langland. A really
righteous heathen, obeying the dictates of conscience, would
have attained to this substitute for baptism, and so would have
been saved.
That this was not the general belief in the Middle Ages is
proved by any amount of evidence, for example by the story of
Trajan. For, since Trajan had lived righteously, there would
have been no need of his resuscitation to receive sacramental
baptism, and the whole story of what Dante calls Gregory's
'great victory' would be unintelligible.
The words of Dante concerning the righteous heathen whom
he meets in the First Circle of Hell are indisputable:
They did not sin: and though they have merit, it suffices
not, for they had not baptism.
Tor such defects, and for no other fault are we lost (perduti}*,
1T. P. DUNNING, Piers Plowman^ 198.
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